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GUEST EDITORIAL
Social Work Education: Moving the Profession into the Future
This Issue brings together a mix of authors who may be somewhat unknown to readers of the
Journal, as well as authors well-known to the Journal’s readership. Most special issues in Aus-
tralian Social Work emerge as the result of a successful pitch to the Editorial Board as to why
this might be a good idea, and eventual publication of some or all the papers submitted in
response to a call for papers. This Special Issue focusing on Social Work Education has a
rather diﬀerent history, coming about from the Editor, Fiona McDermott, identifying that
the Journal had accepted several papers about social work education, and deciding to
publish these as a collection. However, the numerous papers from Australian authors about
social work education in journals such as Social Work Education: The International Journal
and other international journals, not only evidence the strength of scholarship, but suggest
that judgements about Australian social work on the basis of this collection alone, would be
unwise.
It will be 30 years at the end of 2019 since I qualiﬁed as a social worker, and in that time the
changes to both social work practice and the myriad of contexts in which social work practice
occurs have changed immensely. So too has social work education and I too recall Donna
McAuliﬀe’s stories of needing to take copious notes and many hours spent searching the
library for resources that were not to be found (McAuliﬀe, 2018). One such change mentioned
by Deborah Western in this Issue is the potential for social media to be utilised as a tool for
social change (Western, 2018). Using social media in professional practice has, however,
given rise to a range of new ethical issues, which social work educators, both in Australia
and internationally, are exploring (Boddy & Dominelli, 2017).
Looking forward, some of our current students may still be practising in 40 years’ time, in a
world that is diﬃcult to imagine, except that many of the problems that social workers address,
such as poverty, social exclusion, violence, abuse, and chronic illness, will almost certainly still
be present. Rather than learning sets of facts, which may quickly become redundant in this
ever-changing world, the need for social workers to be able to critically reﬂect on situations
and respond appropriately is critical. While several papers in this Issue discuss the need for
criticality, Lynelle Watts has identiﬁed varying approaches to what is meant by reﬂective
practice, and noted that these diﬀerent understandings are all used by Australian social
work educators (Watts, 2018a). Tamara Blakemore and Kylie Agllias explored critical reﬂec-
tion and the process of teaching self-awareness to social work students (Blakemore & Agllias,
2018), and Deborah Western to the need for students to be able to critically analyse the impact
of individual characteristics such as gender, sexuality, age, ethnicity, and ability (Western,
2018), while Liz Beddoe has noted the need for critical reﬂection on the political and economic
contexts in which social work is practised (Beddoe, 2018). Watts, in her response to Beddoe’s
commentary proposed “the use of critical analysis as a form of struggle or agonism (Tully,
1999), whereby the very process of it is to think diﬀerently”. Watts has pointed out that this
is not introspective reﬂection but requires engagement with others very diﬀerent from
ourselves (Watts, 2018b).
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Some of the papers in this Issue noted tensions for social work educators in Australia. One
of the most divisive issues in recent years is arguably the attendance requirements for distance-
online students enrolled in qualifying degrees in social work (Crisp, 2017), which as McAuliﬀe
(2018) has pointed out, can add considerable costs for student in terms of travel and accom-
modation, let alone disruption for families. So it is interesting to read Cindy Davis and col-
leagues noting that qualifying social work courses in the United States do not have an
attendance requirement in their accreditation guidelines (Davis, Greenaway, Moore, &
Cooper, 2018). Both McAuliﬀe and Davis et al. have pointed out that social work education
online can be eﬀective but it requires very diﬀerent thinking about the learning process,
rather than simply posting materials designed for on-campus students online. As McAuliﬀe
has learnt from experience, good online education is time-consuming. However, I would
take issue with Davis and her colleagues in their seeming lack of awareness of the growing Aus-
tralian literature, which is ﬁnding that online teaching can eﬀectively enable students to
achieve desired learning outcomes that are comparable with the outcomes achieved by stu-
dents attending on-campus classes (e.g. Crisp, 2018; Gillingham, 2009; Goldingay & Boddy,
2017; Goldingay & Land, 2014; Maple, Jarrott, & Bawa Kuyini, 2013; Oliaro & Trotter, 2010).
A couple of the papers in this Issue have raised questions about the intellectual traditions
that are or should be foundational to social work. Watts’ comment “Acknowledging the status
of sociology within Australian social work” (2018a, p. 16) would accord with the viewpoints of
many Australian social workers. However, Australian social work education has, at various
points of time, been strongly inﬂuenced by behavioural sciences, particularly psychology, as
noted by Blakemore and Agllias (2018) in their article about teaching interpersonal skills.
Boetto (2018) provided a diﬀerent perspective in her article in which she argued that “the phi-
losophical base of practice has received scant attention in social work literature, yet is founda-
tional for developing an ethical and coherent approach to eco-social practice”.
Boetto (2018) proposed that “valuing Indigenous knowledges” can facilitate eco-social work
practice. Like many Australian social workers, this was not part of my professional education.
Nor was it part of my 1970s primary or secondary schooling. Debbie Duthie has rightly
pointed out that students commencing social work degrees frequently have a very limited
understanding of the impact of colonisation on Indigenous Australians (Duthie, 2018). In
fact, it was not until 2012 that it became mandatory for Australian social work programs to
include content on working with Indigenous Australians. As Terrina Fernando and Bindi
Bennett have noted in their paper in this Issue, there have been several innovative projects
to support the implementation of this teaching, and readers may ﬁnd some of the techniques
they suggest to be very eﬀective methods for social work practice in many contexts and not just
with Indigenous Australians (Fernando & Bennett, 2018). The need for time to let people tell
their stories and for deep listening runs counter to the time allotted to social workers in many
settings, including universities. Given the history of colonisation, Fernando and Bennett
warned of the need to ensure that Indigenous students are not further traumatised by the
inclusion of content about Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. Reading this
reminded me of my experience some years ago when I was teaching an introductory social
work unit that included a cohort of Indigenous students enrolled through the Institute of
Koorie Education (IKE) at Deakin University. Students were given four options on which to
write an assignment, one of which involved social work with Indigenous Australians. While
this was a popular choice for non-Indigenous students in the mainstream program, relatively
few students at IKE selected this option.
In addition to curriculum content and pedagogy, the leadership and management of social
work education are important issues, as Fran Waugh has observed in her commentary on ﬁeld
education in this Issue (Waugh, 2018). With the recent retirement of the heads of several of
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Australia’s social work programs, preparing the next generations of leaders in social work edu-
cation is critical. In the mid-1940s, when Jocelyn Hyslop stepped down as the ﬁrst head of the
social work program at the University of Melbourne, she is reported as having recommended
that the program be in a department under a “really ﬁrst rate man” (Miller, 2016, p. 14). As
Miriam Jones and colleagues noted, male leadership has been prominent for much of the
history of Australian social work education (Jones, Mlcek, Healy, & Bridges, 2018). While
they noted the need for some up-to-date research on the role of women in leadership, for
several years now most of the members of the Australian Council of Heads of Schools of
Social Work have been women, as have been the members of the executive of that organisation.
Similarly, most of the professors of social work in Australia are female. Hence, while at the
leadership level we do not hold to the motto of one Ugandan university of “Let us be men!”
(Kwesiga & Ssendiwala, 2006, p. 595), it has been proposed that “budgeting… sustains
gender inequality in academia” (Steinþórsdóttir, Smidt, Pétursdótti, Einarsdóttir, & Le
Feuvre, 2018, p. 2). The allocation of what is sometimes referred to as “institutional housekeep-
ing” (Bird, Litt, & Wang, 2004, p. 198) or “academic housework” (Heijstra, Steinthorsdóttir, &
Einarsdóttir, 2017, p. 765) not only remains an issue for many social work educators in Aus-
tralia, but also for colleagues abroad (e.g. Cree, 2012; Haﬀord-Letchﬁeld, 2007). Ines
Zuchowski and colleagues did not report on gender in their study of staﬀ in ﬁeld education
programs (Zuchowski, Cleak, Nickson, & Spencer, 2018), but anecdotal accounts indicate
that few male academics hold ﬁeld education positions, which are often perceived as academic
housekeeping roles. Given that Zuchoswki et al. found some academic staﬀ in ﬁeld education
roles were discouraged from engaging in research, this perception would seem to have a rea-
listic basis, given that research and publication are critical to promotion for those pursuing an
academic career.
The shortage of placements that oﬀer quality learning experiences for tomorrow’s social
workers is a critical problem for Australian schools of social work. As Zuchowski et al.
(2018) noted, the placement is a valuable resource that universities compete with each other
to obtain. It is perhaps not surprising than when asked if they had developed innovative strat-
egies to ﬁnd placements, one university responded “yes, but not disclosing”. In oﬀering new
ways forward, they mentioned the fast-track schemes in the United Kingdom (UK), which
are government-funded initiatives designed to recruit graduates from other disciplines into
social work. Participants in the program achieved a training salary and had a guarantee of
employment at the end of their degree. Employers are usually required to guarantee
suﬃcient placements for students enrolled in these courses. Consideration of such schemes
requires the same criticality as social work programs require of their graduates. Discussions
with colleagues in the UK suggest that while meeting some needs, such programs are not
unproblematic. In a worst case scenario, agencies will honour their commitments to providing
enough placements to cover their contractual requirements with their employees but no longer
oﬀer placements to other students. As student poverty is a serious issue among Australian
social work students (Baglow & Gair, 2018; Gair & Baglow, 2018), being paid to study
would no doubt be of great beneﬁt to those allocated a place on such a scheme. However,
if, as occurs in the UK, the majority of students continue on social work programs as students
who are funding their own studies, we need to ensure that there does not end up a two-tier
hierarchy, in which self-funding students obtain placement learning opportunities only after
the needs of students employed on training programs have been met.
Several of the papers in this Issue have called for further research, and it would be a pity if
this was read as the profession not already being research active. Internationally, Australians
make a substantial contribution to the scholarship of social work education, as well as being
noted researchers across a wide range of ﬁelds of practice. Social work researchers also
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frequently contribute to Royal Commissions and other public fora. Of course, there is much
research that still needs to be done, but this not only requires the availability of a workforce
that has highly developed research skills, but also access to adequate funding for both research
speciﬁcally and for higher education more generally. It would not be surprising if it was estab-
lished that much of the work presented in this Issue came about because most social work aca-
demics work far more hours than they are paid for.
So read, enjoy, and hopefully savour just a sample of the many ideas that Australian social
work educators are engaging with. Whether or not you are currently involved in social work
education, hopefully there are ideas that you can engage with and maybe even pursue. And if
you are an Australian social worker, can I encourage you to consider becoming more actively
involved in the ﬁeld education of our students? Not only is it a great way to help the profession
move into the future but it also provides opportunities to tap into the latest thinking that our
students will be bringing with them as newly qualiﬁed social workers.
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